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I. INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 
It seems clear that the year 2020 will mark a turning point for broadband in Arkansas.  

At the time of writing, as for many years previously, large swaths of Arkansas have suffered from 

inadequate access to the internet. This has long been felt to be increasingly unacceptable, as the 

proliferation of internet applications over the past generation has led to a situation where to lack 

internet service is to be left out of much of modern life, culturally and economically. The COVID-19 

pandemic turned a smoldering grievance into an acute crisis.  

But relief is in sight. An endgame for the digital divide is starting to emerge. It depends, above all, on the 

C//Ωǎ wǳǊŀƭ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ hǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ CǳƴŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǊƻƭŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ !Ǌƪŀƴǎŀǎ {ǘŀǘŜ 

Broadband Office and other state agencies, by the US Department of Agriculture, and possibly by the 

Starlink satellite internet service that is being spearheaded by SpaceX. If the promises of all these 

programs are fulfilled, the digital divide will largely disappear over the next decade.  

 

A. The Online Economy and the Digital Divide Before the Pandemic 
¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘƛǾƛŘŜέ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ in different ways, but here it refers to geographic differences in 

access to high-quality internet service. As society evolves in ways that make the internet increasingly 

central to its operations and institutions, being on the wrong side of the άŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘƛǾƛŘŜέ means 

deprivation both of new conveniences, entertainments and opportunities enjoyed by others, and of 

some services once enjoyed that become unsustainable because the digital revolution deprives them of 

a critical mass of demand. Prior to the pandemic, there was growing recognition that the digital divide 

was a problem, but the pandemic added greatly to its urgency.  

Home movie viewing may serve as an example of the creeping impoverishment that results from the 

digital divide. Twenty years ago, there were video rental stores where people could rent videos to watch 

ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΦ ²ƘŜƴ bŜǘŦƭƛȄ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффлǎΣ ƛǘ ǎƘƛǇǇŜŘ 5±5ǎ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŀƛƭōƻȄŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ 

transacted with Netflix through the internet. Later, Netflix began streaming video, which is now its 

dominant business model, and it competes with several other online video streaming services. At the 

time of writing, it still provides DVD rentals by mail, as a premium service. Meanwhile, video rental 

stores have largely disappeared, in the face of competition from Netflix and live streaming services. 

Those with good internet connections can access far more video content more conveniently and cheaply 

than they could in the age of video rental stores. But those whose internet connections are poor or 

lacking have worse options for home video watching than they did before the internet came along. They 

are victims of the digital divide.   

! ƳƻǊŜ ǳǊƎŜƴǘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ ƛƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ !ǊƪŀƴǎŀǎΩǎ ǎƻƭŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǿƛŘŜ Řŀƛƭȅ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, which stopped its weekday print edition in 2020. The newspaper is still 

publishing, both online and through iPads specially distributed to customers to help them read the 

paper. But to read the newspaper this way requires some kind of internet access. Nationwide, 

traditional print newspapers have struggled, as advertising revenues have shifted towards Google, 

Facebook, and other online media giants, and as a host of novel news sources enabled by the internet 

ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŀōǳƴŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ 
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connections can stay better informed than ever before, even as those without internet service become 

more out of touch, victims of the digital divide. As another example, people used to use phone books to 

find people and businesses to call, but now they use the internet. 

The internet has had more impact on some sectors than others, and news and media have so far been 

more affected than most. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, three sectors where traditional brick-and-

mortar routines from the digital age were still dominant were (a) education, (b) health care, and (c) 

employment. In each case, there were online alternatives to traditional face-to-face practices. There 

was a rich array of online education options. Some consultations with doctors were conducted by 

videoconference, and some people worked from home, telecommuting into a virtual office and 

conducting meetings by phone or videoconference instead of physically commuting to a physical office 

ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪǎƛǘŜΦ .ǳǘ ǎǳŎƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ άƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǎƘŀǊŜέ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎŀǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

employment, respectively. Mainstream practice in education and health care, and mainstream 

employment, made intermittent use of the internet, e.g., for setting appointments, sharing documents, 

or looking up information, and a complete lack of internet access could be crippling because it impeded 

these occasional but vital functions. But the comprehensive substitutes for traditional practices which 

the internet offered were not widely adopted. 

Shopping had been more heavily impacted, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, than education, health 

care, and employment, without being thoroughly revolutionized. For years, brick-and-mortar stores 

have faced formidable competition from e-commerce. Some retail sectors, such as bookselling and 

electronics, were more affected than others. Some retailers succumbed, and bankruptcies of retailers 

were often blamed on e-commerce, but plenty of other retailers continued to do well. Before the 

pandemic, e-commerce only accounted for 11% of retail.1 For some goods, such as clothing and fresh 

produce, the in-store experience provides crucial information to inform buyer decisions, while for other 

goods, such as food products that require delicate handling or must be kept cold, home delivery involves 

special logistical challenges that had impeded e-commerce solutions. Relative to education, health care, 

and jobs, shopping tends to be viewed as less of a governmental concern, and policy attitudes are more 

laissez-faire. Nonetheless, lack of access to online shopping is a significant harm resulting from the 

digital divide. People without internet access enjoy fewer purchasing options and must often satisfy 

fewer of their needs and/or get less value for their money. 

In still other cases, the internet offered new experiences for which no practices before the digital age 

provide close parallels. Humans have long socialized, but until the rise of MySpace, Facebook and 

Twitter, the human race had never experienced anything closely resembling participation in modern 

social media. There is a long tradition of publishing, but the ease and speed with which texts can be 

disseminated online, with no need for the traditional gatekeepers of the publishing industry, has led to a 

new and unprecedented experience of fast-paced, many-sided, open-access and globalized 

conversational engagement for which history really provides no precedent. Humans have long been in 

the business of collecting and organizing and accessing knowledge, but the ease with which a search 

engine puts a vast array of human knowledge at the fingertips of anyone with a smartphone is 

something radically new in the world.  

 
1 https://econlife.com/2020/02/exaggerated-retail-apocalypse/  

https://econlife.com/2020/02/exaggerated-retail-apocalypse/
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Lƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ, when cooking, you are more likely to look up a recipe online than to open a 

cookbook.2 When singing, you are likely to look up song lyrics. Online research is likely to be the first 

step to ŦƛȄƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻǊ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŜƪŜƴŘΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΦ The internet has become a 

leading arena of entrepreneurship and innovation, with certain new apps and websites serving as 

cultural landmarks in much the way that certain new books or bands had for past generations. The 

whole quality of modern life has become interwoven with the online world. And yet it is not available 

everywhere. It depends on a physical infrastructure either of wires and cables, or else of wireless signals 

traveling through the ŀƛǊǿŀǾŜǎΣ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘ Řŀǘŀ ǘƻ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎΦ Lƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ 

of Arkansas, no company offers internet services adequate to enable full participation in the online 

world.  

 

B. What It Takes to Connect to the Online World 
Internet connections vary in quality in ways that can be characterized by several network performance 

ƳŜǘǊƛŎǎΦ ά{ǇŜŜŘέ ƻǊ άōŀƴŘǿƛŘǘƘέ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŧƭƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ 

connection. Typically measured in megabits per second (Mbps), it is the most common internet service 

quality metric. Networks are frequently designed so that download speeds are faster than upload 

speeds. ά[ŀǘŜƴŎȅΣέ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŜŘΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ time that it takes for a signal to reach its 

destination, if the amount of data to be transmitted is small. It is typically measured in milliseconds (ms). 

Other standard network performance metrics include packet loss and jitter. Network connections also 

differ in their reliability. And monthly data caps force some users to forgo some data-intensive uses of 

the internet. 

To simplify somewhat, the speed with which a file is fully transmitted is a function of bandwidth and 

latency, with bandwidth mattering more in proportion to the size of the file. If the file is 1 megabyte 

(MB) in size, it would take 200 ms to begin arriving, and another 8/25 seconds, or 320 milliseconds, to 

finish arriving. Altogether, the 1 MB file would be downloaded in 520 ms, or roughly one-half of one 

second. If the file is 1 gigabyte (GB) in size, it would still begin arriving after 200 ms, but now it would 

take 320 seconds, or a little more than five minutes, to finish. Movie files can be several gigabytes in 

size, so they can take a long time to download over a slow connection. Latency is generally less 

important than bandwidth for purposes of downloading files, but can be critical for highly interactive 

applications such as teleconferencing, online gaming, or editing documents in the cloud. 

Not long ago, key stakeholders were arguing that internet connections with a bandwidth of 10 Mbps 

download and 1 Mbps upload (10 Mbps/1 Mbps or 10/1) were adequate to meet most needs. That 

position Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǳƴŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ C// ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άōǊƻŀŘōŀƴŘέ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƻ 

connections that provide 25/3 or faster. Yet the bandwidth actually required by popular internet 

applications is still small enough that it is not easy to explain how a typical user would fully utilize even a 

25/3 connection, much less the gigabit speed connections that some Arkansans have access to, and far 

more will gain access to in the next few yearsΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ C//Ωǎ w5hC ŀǳŎǘƛƻƴ. 

E-mail, search engines, and social media typically require negligible bandwidth. Music streaming 

requires much less than 1 Mbps. Common data-intensive internet uses include teleconferencing and 

 
2 https://www.foxnews.com/food-drink/cooking-survey-says-americans-prefer-to-find-recipes-on-social-media-
rather-than-cookbooks  

https://www.foxnews.com/food-drink/cooking-survey-says-americans-prefer-to-find-recipes-on-social-media-rather-than-cookbooks
https://www.foxnews.com/food-drink/cooking-survey-says-americans-prefer-to-find-recipes-on-social-media-rather-than-cookbooks
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video streaming, and might require 5 Mbps or a little more, but it would take multiple devices streaming 

HD videos to exhaust a 25 Mbps connection on the download side, though slow upload speeds could 

easily become a pain point for active users of video calling. A person skilled in making efficient use of 

bandwidth might be very functional with a 10/1 connection.  

But the evolution of the internet does not favor efficient use of bandwidth. As the connection speed of 

the median internet user rises, producers of online content and applications feel less need to be 

economical with bandwidth. The rise of cloud computing exemplifies the trend. If a user is richly 

endowed with bandwidth, it makes sense for applications and documents to live in the cloud, where 

they can be centrally maintained. Software developers have responded by making many programs more 

cloud-dependent than in the past. The growing dependence of a wide variety of applications on the 

cloud, in turn, makes offline personal computing less and less viable, in a way that most individual 

computer users are helpless to prevent. Sometimes bandwidth demands might escalate without 

improving the user experience. Video advertisements on websites, hardly viable when most connections 

were slower, are now common. They are innocuous enough for users who have plenty of bandwidth, 

but can slow down other online applications when bandwidth is limited. The 25/3 standard that has 

recently become normative in broadband investment is geared towards meeting future as much as 

present needs. Some commentators expect 25/3, too, to become, in due course, insufficient to enable 

normal use of the internet, but that is uncertain.  

How severe the digital divide is deemed to be depends on what bandwidth, latency and other properties 

of internet connections are considered necessary. If low latency and 25/3 speeds are required, then 

much of the state of Arkansas is underserved. But the reach of 10/1 service with low latency is greater, 

and the whole state is notionally covered by satellite service with high latency, although the Broadband 

Office has heard anecdotal reports of places where a satellite signal cannot be received. Satellite 

services are widely regarded as inadequate, but it is not clear whether this perception is driven by 

latency, by data caps and pricing, or by other factors such as reliability. (Satellite systems tend to 

underperform in stormy weather.3) But rather than settling such edge cases, the policy momentum 

currently seems to favor raising broadband speeds to 25/3 and beyond for as many users as possible, 

using low-latency broadband technologies such as fiber, cable, and fixed wireless. 

 

C. Broadband and the COVID-19 Pandemic 
Starting in March 2020, face-to-face contact suddenly became dangerous. Anywhere that people from 

different households mingled indoors was an opportunity for the respiratory transmission of the COVID-

19 virus. State and local governments issued directives and guidelines closing restaurants, schools, 

barber shops, gyms, and many other establishments in a desperate effort to stop the spread, leaving 

ƻƴƭȅ άŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭέ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻǇŜƴΦ ¦ƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǎǳǊƎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ōƭŜŀƪ ŀƴŘ 

discombobulating, with a prolonged toilet paper shortage grimly symbolizing the panic. But the internet 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōǊŜŀƪΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ǘƻƻƪ ƻƴ new importance as the backbone of the economy and society, and 

the key to resilience in the face of the pandemic.  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, it became clearer than ever that broadband has become more of a 

ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ƭǳȄǳǊȅΦ .ǊƻŀŘōŀƴŘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǎǇŜƴǎŀōƭŜ ŀǎ Y-

 
3 https://www.satelliteinternet.com/resources/does-weather-affect-internet/  

https://www.satelliteinternet.com/resources/does-weather-affect-internet/
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12 students relied on broadband to study and many people relied on broadband to work or shop safely. 

For people in high-risk demographics, such as the elderly, grocery shopping through e-commerce and 

delivery instead of a physical visit to the store might plausibly make the difference between life and 

death. Telework was critical in preserving livelihoods and keeping organizations running while on-site 

ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǳƴǎŀŦŜΦ !ƴŘ ǘŜƭŜƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎŀŦŜǊ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ŘƻŎǘƻǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

hospitals where patients might breathe the same air as knowing or unknowing COVID-19 sufferers and 

get sick. Because of its role in facilitating distance education, telemedicine and telework, broadband was 

approved as an allowable expenditure of the $1.25 billion CARES Act allocation that the state received, 

and over $82 million in CARES Act funds were allocated to Arkansas Rural Connect broadband grant 

projects, which are expected, by the beginning of 2021, to have brought broadband access to over 

70,000 Arkansans who previously lacked it. The pandemic seems to have spurred a nationwide push for 

broadband deployment, and this investment will outlast the pandemic itself and leave a legacy of 

greater connectivity in many communities in Arkansas and across the nation. 

At the time of writing, vaccines have begun to be distributed, so there is good reason to hope that by 

the end of 2021, the pandemic will be eliminated or at least greatly mitigated, and face-to-face 

commerce and social interaction will be enjoying a recovery. If so, the great societal experiment in 

virtualizing everything will lose its urgency. But it will surely leave behind some habits, some 

innovations, and some lessons learned, all tending to favor online ways of doing things. Policymakers 

should expect there to be more telework, more telemedicine, more distance education and/or more e-

commerce in 2022 or 2025 than there would have been without the COVID-19 pandemic. Widespread 

broadband will be critical for enabling citizens to take advantage of it. 

D. The Big Push for Broadband 
Broadband deployment would probably have accelerated in response to rising demand, even if 

government had done nothing to encourage it. But government at all levels has responded.  

¢ƘŜ C//Ωǎ wǳǊŀƭ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ hǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ CǳƴŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΦ Lǘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ϷфΦно 

billion nationally to serve over 5.2 million homes, including $424 million for over 200,000 locations in 

Arkansas. Of these, 97% will, ifτa big ifτISPs fulfill their commitments, gain access to speeds of 1 Gbps 

download/500 Mbps upload. Of course, such speeds are not available to most Arkansans today. An 

ironic future appears to be in store, whereby many thousands of rural RDOF beneficiaries, after suffering 

for years from inadequate internet service, will find themselves better connected than many of their 

urban neighbors.  

The Arkansas Rural Connect program, which at the time of writing has spent $86,883,834 on broadband 

grants since the launch of the first round in April 2020, mostly using federal coronavirus relief funds, 

should deliver broadband access to over 70,000 Arkansans who previously lacked it, starting from the 

beginning of 2021. The USDA ReConnect program also awarded $11.8 million for broadband projects in 

ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ !ǊƪŀƴǎŀǎΦ !ƴŘ {ǇŀŎŜ·Ωǎ {ǘŀǊƭƛƴƪ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎƻƻƴ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ƴŜǿ ƭƻǿ-latency 

low-Earth-orbit (LEO) satellite service.  

!Ǌƪŀƴǎŀǎ wǳǊŀƭ /ƻƴƴŜŎǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ C//Ωǎ w5hC ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅǎΦ CƛǊǎǘΣ ƛǘ ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘ ŦŀǎǘŜǊΦ 

While initially developed for a deployment timeline of two years or more, the ARC program was 

repurposed by rule changes early in 2020 to be responsive to the COVID-19 emergency, and the 

conditions placed on the use of federal CARES Act money required most ISPs receiving ARC awards to 
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complete deployment by December 2020. RDOF winners, by contrast, are allowed to take three years 

before any deployment is completed, and only need to serve all targeted locations by year six of the 

program. Second, while the RDOF program generally excluded towns from participation, Arkansas Rural 

Connect awarded grants for towns as well as rural areas, and so was able to bring broadband to many 

Arkansans living in areas that also had poor internet access but were not eligible for RDOF support. 

These multiple, simultaneous efforts to solve the digital divide overlap in ways that will soon give some 

Arkansans multiple broadband options where they recently had none. In parts of Conway County, for 

example, fiber service from the rural electric coop, subsidized by the FCC, will compete with fixed 

wireless service subsidized by Arkansas Rural Connect, and hopefullyτǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ǘƻ 

have optionsτalso with LEO satellite service from Starlink. At the same time, some Arkansans may 

continue to suffer from a deficiency of internet service for years to come. Starlink may, in the best case, 

solve the digital divide quickly, but it is a technologically novel venture that may underperform or suffer 

setbacks. Arkansas Rural Connect projects, though fast and impactful, are reaching only a minority of 

unserved and underserved Arkansans. And not only will some RDOF beneficiaries wait years before 

RDOF winning ISPs are required to fulfill their promises, but some critics doubt whether all the winners 

will be able to deliver on their promises at all.4 

Still, thanks to RDOF, Starlink, and Arkansas Rural Connect, there is a plausible endgame to the digital 

divide in Arkansas.  

 

E. An Endgame in Sight for the Digital Divide in Arkansas 
At the time of writing, it looks as if plans and commitments by ISPs are currently, or soon will be, in place 

that will nearly eliminate the digital divide in Arkansas over the course of the next few years. This will 

depend on most of the following happening: 

1. Winners of the 2018 CAF II auction will continue to carry out their deployments as promised to 

the FCC. 

2. Winners of USDA ReConnect grants and loans will complete their deployments as promised. 

3. Arkansas Rural Connect project footprints will get internet service from grant awardees, and will 

continue to be served until at least 2030.  

4. Fixed wireless companies that won ARC grants will offer broadband service not only to residents 

of their project footprints, as promised, but also to residents of surrounding areas, where the 

companies have no obligations, because it makes business sense to offer service throughout the 

areas reached by their towers. 

5. Lots of new fiber-to-the-home broadband will be deployed by RDOF winners that are 

identifiable as known, reputable companies doing business in Arkansas, such as rural electric 

cooperatives, Windstream, Cox, and Southern Arkansas Telephone Company, using RDOF funds 

and fulfilling RDOF obligations. 

6. More new fiber-to-the-home will be deployed by RDOF winners that are new to the state and/or 

cannot be identified at the time of writing, because they are consortia with non-transparent 

ƴŀƳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ C// ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŜƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ŀ άǉǳƛŜǘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘέ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ 

 
4 https://potsandpansbyccg.com/2020/12/11/im-still-confused-by-the-rdof-grants/  

https://potsandpansbyccg.com/2020/12/11/im-still-confused-by-the-rdof-grants/
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known. These include Resound Networks, LLC; the NexTier Consortium; the Prospero Broadband 

Consortium; and the Segnem Egere Consortium. 

7. SpaceX will launch a large fleet of low-Earth orbit (LEO) satellites that should provide broadband 

service at 100/10 speeds, with low latency, everywhere in the state. 

bƻǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǘƻ ǎƻƭǾŜ !ǊƪŀƴǎŀǎΩǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘƛǾƛŘŜΦ Cƻr example, if the Starlink service is 

highly effective and popular, it could solve the digital divide all by itself. But confidence that the digital 

divide will be solved depends on most of the above being achieved. Most doubtful are (6) and (7).  

It is a good thing that companies will soon, if everything proceeds as planned, make commitments to the 

C// ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ƎƛƎŀōƛǘ ǎǇŜŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǿŀǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ǊƪŀƴǎŀǎΩǎ aƛǎǎƛǎǎƛǇǇƛ 5Ŝƭǘŀ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ 

But currently, little if anything is known about the coƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΦ wŜǎƻǳƴŘ 

Network LLC appears to be a fixed wireless provider based in the Texas Panhandle. The NexTier 

Consortium may have something to do with the Georgia-based company NexTier Infrastructure 

Solutions,5 though NexTier does not seem to be a provider of retail internet service anywhere in the 

United States, to judge from broadband maps provided by the FCC and BroadbandNow.com. And there 

seems to be no information available online about who the members of the Prospero Broadband 

Consortium or the Segnem Egere Consortium areΦ hǳǘ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ C//Ωǎ άǉǳƛŜǘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘέ ǊǳƭŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

Broadband Office has not attempted to make inquiries at this time. But after the quiet period ends on 

[check this] January 31, 2021, it will be critically important to find out who these providers are, and what 

their plans are. The future digital divide in rural Arkansas depends heavily on them, as well as on the 

rural electric coops and historic telcos that have stepped up to the RDOF challenge. 

LŦ tƭŀƴ ! ŦƻǊ ŎƭƻǎƛƴƎ !ǊƪŀƴǎŀǎΩǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ depends principally on RDOF winners building out to meet 

their obligations, two Plan Bs also emerge from the RDOF auction.  

CƛǊǎǘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ {ǇŀŎŜ·Ωǎ Ϸуус Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ w5hC ŀǿŀǊŘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ inappropriate expenditure of 

universal service funds on an unproven technology, the award presumably makes it more likely that 

{ǇŀŎŜ· ǿƛƭƭ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ [9h ǎŀǘŜƭƭƛǘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 

residents of the limited territories that it won, but the whole country and even the whole world. LEO 

satellites are not geostationary, so providing consistent service depends on having a whole fleet of LEO 

satellites orbiting the Earth, so that one of them is always within line of sight of ground-based receivers. 

Once this system is established, it must cover not just a single target geography on the ground, but a 

ƭŀǊƎŜ ǎǿŀǘƘΣ ŀǘ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳΣ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΦ {ƻ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŦŜǿ ƻŦ !ǊƪŀƴǎŀǎΩǎ w5hC ŘƻƭƭŀǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

diverted to SpaceX, Arkansans benefit from the increased probability of Starlink internet service 

succeeding. 

Second, because the RDOF Phase I spend of $9.23 billion was much less than the $16 billion that had 

been planned, the FCC has $6.23 billion more money to spend on RDOF Phase II. RDOF Phase II has not 

ōŜŜƴ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ C//Ωǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǾŀƎǳŜƭȅ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜǊǾŜ 

άǳƴŘŜǊǎŜǊǾŜŘέ /Ŝƴǎǳǎ ōƭƻŎƪǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ōȅ нрκо ōǊƻŀŘōŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ 

ǘƘŜ άǳƴǎŜǊǾŜŘέ /Ŝƴǎǳǎ ōƭƻŎƪǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ нрκо ōǊƻŀŘōŀƴŘΣ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ōȅ tƘŀǎŜ LΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ 

seemingly easier task there was a correspondingly smaller budget of $4.4 billion. Now, if, as expected, 

leftover Phase I money is allocated to Phase II, its budget should be almost $11.2 billion, which, if 

anything, seems like more money than is needed if RDOF Phase I is entirely successful in realizing the 

 
5 https://nextieris.com/  

https://nextieris.com/
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deployment commitments to emerge from the auction. But if, as seems likely, RDOF Phase I does not 

meet all its objectives, then RDOF Phase II should be well positioned to remedy the deficiencies of Phase 

I, if the FCC uses its resources skillfully, possibly including learning from any mistakes that time may 

reveal it has made in Phase I. One advantage that RDOF Phase II will likely enjoy, relative to Phase I, is 

better data. The widely criticized Form 477 data, which relies on Census blocks as the geographical 

atoms of maps, is expected to be replaced by new data sources that builds from the address level and 

represents coverage as polygons.  

The state of Arkansas should be prepared to monitor RDOF winners closely and, if it appears that a 

solution to the digital divide is not on track, to advocate strongly and intelligently at the FCC for the 

interests of any rural communities in the state that still do not seem to be able to count on getting high 

speed internet service in the coming years. 

 

II. THE COMPETITIVE LANDSCAPE OF BROADBAND IN ARKANSAS 
The competitive landscape for broadband in Arkansas is complex, with many providers competing yet, at 

the same time, relatively little consumer choice for many to most of the Arkansans fortunate enough to 

have access to broadband at all, even as a substantial minority of Arkansans have very inadequate 

access to internet service. Most broadband provision still depends on legacy infrastructure that was 

installed for other purposes, especially cable TV and telephony. However, ongoing investment is 

increasing the role of fiber optic and fixed wireless internet. Cable, DSL, and fiber internet are all 

naturally monopolistic technologies, in which competition at the address by address level tends to be 

inefficiently duplicative and competitively unsustainable. Where competition exists, it is generally 

among technologies, e.g., fiber vs. cable or fixed wireless vs. DSL, rather than between providers using 

the same technology. The most general and persistent pattern in broadband supply is that more options 

and/or higher speeds are available in areas of higher population density, but the pattern applies very 

imperfectly, in large part because the broadband competitive landscape has been heavily affected by 

government programs, regulations and subsidies. A lot of investment has occurred, and it accelerated in 

2020, but great inequities remain. 

 

A. Coverage and Competition 
Some Arkansans have access to very fast internet. In much of Northwest Arkansas, the Little Rock metro 

area, Jonesboro and Fort Smith, as well as in some quite rural parts of northern, western, and 

southwestern Arkansas, internet connections are available at speeds of one gigabit per second, which is 

so fast that hardly any applications exist capable of fully utilizing them. Of course, not all who have 

access to gigabit speed broadband choose to subscribe. In other good news, most of the state by areaτ

and a much larger share by populationτhas at least some sort of internet connectivity available in 

addition to satelliteΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƻƳƛǘǘŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘly available everywhere. But of course, many 

Arkansans lack access to speeds that are satisfactory for modern internet use. Figure 1 shows the top 

download speeds available statewide, including two speed tiers, 1-4 Mbps and 5-9 Mbps, which are 

omitted because they fall so far short of adequacy. 
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Figure 1: Maximum internet speed available, by Census block (Source: FCC Form 477, December 2019) 

 

 

Figure 2 focuses on the 10/1 speed tier and shows both availability and competition, with white 

indicating no 10/1 service available, light blue indicating availability but only one provider, and a darker 

shade of blue indicating competition, that is, two or more providers offering 10/1 service. Relative to the 

map of maximum speeds, it shows a clearer urban advantage, although Pine Bluff is at a disadvantage, 

and substantial parts of rural northeast Arkansas do well by this measure. 
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Figure 2: Availability and competition at the 10/1 speed tier (Source: FCC Form 477, December 2019) 

 

 

The urban advantage shows up more clearly in Figure 3, which displays availability and competition at 

the 25/3 speed tierΣ ƻǊ άōǊƻŀŘōŀƴŘέ ŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ C//. White in Figure 3 signifies that no 25/3 

service was available, while light blue, again, signifies availability, and darker blue, competition. Figure 3 

suggests that many to most residents of the Little Rock area, urban Northwest Arkansas, Fort Smith, Hot 

Springs, Jonesboro, and Texarkana, though not Pine Bluff, enjoy multiple broadband providers, while 

very few Arkansas living outside these cities do.  
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Figure 3: Availability and competition at the 25/3 speed tier (Source: FCC Form 477, December 2019) 

 

 

In general, the advantage of urban over rural areas with respect to broadband access is one of the 

major, long-standing patterns in broadband, driven by fundamental cost structures that make 

broadband far cheaper to deploy per home in areas of high population density. Yet the picture has been 

complicated by some community-oriented companies and a lot of government subsidies, which have 

delivered ultra-fast broadband to some rural areas while leaving others behind. 

Figure 4 shows the number of ISPs offering 10/1 internet or faster, by county. This is less directly 

ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ŀƴȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀƴ L{t ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ somewhere 

else in the county but not at its specific address. However, ISPs that operate nearby pose a competitive 

threat because they might expand, so they might provide a form of competitive discipline nonetheless. 

Broadband competition is most intense in central Arkansas, Benton County and Craighead County, while 

mountainous areas and the Delta enjoy less competition.   
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Again, the urban advantage is more striking at the 25/3 speed tier, with much more broadband 

competition in the Little Rock area and Benton County, even relative to smaller cities like Jonesboro and 

Fort Smith. Yet it should also be noted that all counties in Arkansas have at least two broadband 

providers claiming to offer 25/3 service somewhere in the county. So a solution to the broadband 

coverage gap may not require new ISPs to enter these counties, but could involve incumbent ISPs 

upgrading and building out. 

 

Figure 4: Number of ISPs offering 10/1 service or faster, by county (Source: FCC Form 477, December 2019) 
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Figure 5: Number of ISPs offering 25/3 service or faster, by county (Source: FCC Form 477, December 2019) 

 

 

Figure 6 shows the same metric as Figure 5, number of broadband providers by county, but nationally, 

rather than for just Arkansas. Note that the scale is different: the statewide maps top code at 10 (in fact 

the metric ranges up to 13), whereas the national map top codes at 20. Arkansas is not severely 

disadvantaged by this metric, comparing favorably not only to some other southern rural states like 

Kentucky and Mississippi, but also to some eastern seaboard states. But the Midwest is a hotspot for 

broadband competition, as is Texas, and Arkansas tends to have fewer broadband providers per county 

than many neighboring and nearby states to its north and west.  
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Figure 6: Number of competitors offering 25/3, by county (Source: FCC Form 477, December 2019) 

 

 

¢ƘŜ WǳƴŜ нлнл {ǘŀǘŜ .ǊƻŀŘōŀƴŘ aŀƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ wŜǇƻǊǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ !Ǌƪŀƴǎŀǎ ǊŀǘŜǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǇƻƻǊƭȅ ŦƻǊ Ƴƻǎǘ 

measures of overall broadband coverage, and dead last for some, including the share with access to 

25/3 broadband, the share with access to 25/3 broadband from two or more providers, and the share 

with access to broadband at 100 Mbps or faster. But Arkansas does enjoy a reasonably large number of 

ISPs operating in the state, which may be an asset in getting the population served.  

 

B. ISPs and Maximum Speeds by Technology 
There are six major technologies by which people access the internet: fiber optic, cable, DSL, fixed 

wireless, satellite, and mobile wireless/mobile data. This section focuses on the first four technologies in 

turn. In general, natural monopoly is an important concept in the broadband industry, because some of 

the technologies by which broadband is provided have naturally monopolistic tendencies. Natural 

monopoly occurs when high fixed costs make it inefficient and competitively unsustainable for there to 

be more than one provider. Public utilities like telephony and electricity have long been recognized as 

naturally monopolistic, and long-standing public policies are adapted to this reality, tolerating an 

unusual degree of market dominance while requiring in return some combination of universal service 

and consumer-friendly pricing. Broadband per se is not well described as a natural monopoly and is not 

heavily regulated. But telephony, cable TV, and electricity are naturally monopolistic and governed by 

corresponding regulations appropriate to these tangent business spaces. Most internet service is 

provided by companies whose origins are in these sectors. And the naturally monopolistic character of 

internet service for each technology will be evident in the maps that follow. 

First, 5{[Σ ǎƘƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ άŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǳōǎŎǊƛōŜǊ ƭƛƴŜΣέ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘǎ Řŀǘŀ ǳǎƛƴƎ άǘǿƛǎǘŜŘ ǇŀƛǊέ copper 

telephone wires. Its statewide availability by ISP and maximum offered speed is shown in Figure 7. It was 
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developed in the 1980s, and it improved on dial-up internet connections by adding Digital Subscriber 

Line Access Multiplexers (DSLAMs) that split voice from data traffic so that people can use the same 

phone lines for voice calls and internet access simultaneously. In general, DSL inherently offers less 

bandwidth than the other major copper technology, cable. But the legacy network used by DSL, the 

landline telephone system, has a larger reach than the legacy network that cable relies on, the cable TV 

system, so DSL is available in many areas where cable is not.  

 

Figure 7: DSL availability, by ISP and maximum offered speed (Source: FCC Form 477 data, December 2019) 

 

 

DSL service is available in much of rural Arkansas, though by no means everywhere. It often falls short of 

ǘƘŜ нрκо ǎǇŜŜŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ C//Ωǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άōǊƻŀŘōŀƴŘΦέ Lƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ 5{[ ƛǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ŀ 

slower 10/1 speed tier, while in other places, it satisfies the 25 Mbps desideratum but falls slightly short 

on upload speeds, thus achieving only 25/2. It has become unavailable in some urban areas, such as 

west Little Rock, because it struggles to compete with alternatives such as cable and fiber. 

Notably absent from Figure 7 are any substantial grey, black, or striped areas. Such areas would 

represent competitive supply of DSL, not necessarily at the address level but at least within the same 

Census blocks. That this hardly ever occurs is powerfully illustrative of the natural monopoly character of 

DSL internet service. 

Cable internet service transmits data using the same copper wires used by cable TV networks. It is 

ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άƘȅōǊƛŘ ŦƛōŜǊ-ŎŀōƭŜέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŎƻǇǇŜǊ ŎŀōƭŜ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άƭŀǎǘ ƳƛƭŜΣέ ōŀŎƪƘŀǳƭ ƛǎ 

provided by fiber optic backbone and/or middle mile connections with greater speed and capacity. 

Nationally, and in most Arkansas urban areas, it has for some time enjoyed a dominant market position, 
























































































